FEET OF CLAY

The Inspector of Finance, who was responsible for the control of the
War Damage Associations, demanded, to relieve himself of responsi-
bility, the immediate withdrawal of the authorization given to the
Schoudler bank.

Schoudler went to plead with Rousseau to take no action.

"I am the victim of a most abominable conspiracy, and it's only a
matter of forty-eight hours," Schoudler said. "But if you withdraw
from me the State's confidence, you'll destroy me."

He reminded Rousseau of their long friendship and struck the chord
of memory. Rousseau had been Schoudler's legal adviser; Schoudler
had supported Rousseau in the difficult beginnings of his political
career...

The giant upset the inkpot with his sick hand. Then he recovered
himself.

"You placed the red ribbon of the Legion of Honour round my neck;
are you now going to put a rope round it?" he cried. "You may be
certain that it's not only me they're after, but you too; they want to
destroy us together. But here we both are; and there's nothing they
can do. I guarantee that in two days the Bourse will improve; they
can't go on gambling against themselves. You do not destroy a
Schoudler! ... It's jealousy, do you hear? It's jealousy urging them
on, Anatole, we're too big for them," he added, generously associating
the Prime Minister with his own conception of himself. "As for that
little toad Lachaume, whom I have treated like a son ..."

Rousseau allowed himself to be convinced; it was not to his advan-
tage to ruin Schoudler but rather to give him the chance of holding out.

But the next session of the Bourse was a rout. What were known as
the Schoudler securities, that is to say, among others, the Sonchelles
Sugar Refineries, the Zoa Mines and spot dealings in the shares of the
bank itself, followed the same course that the Strinberg securities had
taken on all the markets of the world. In disappearing, Strinberg's
power, based on wind, dragged down with it the Schoudler fortune,
which had been built up over a century, exactly as a hurricane, blowing
into cracks in the walls, can destroy an ancient house.

Schoudler received the full blast of the tornado.

He tried to repeat what he had done seyen_ years before, at the time
of the Sonchelles affair and Francois's suicide. He reappeared at the
Bourse, his eyes still dark chinks behind the narrow slits of his eyelids,
but his body had weakened and his mind grown old and disordered.
The situation was far from being the same. The Sonchelles affair had
been merely an artificial lowering of values against which he had the
means to stand out in a period of general prosperity. Now the catas-
trophe was a real one.

In his megalomania Baron Schoudler had succeeded in confusing his
own fortune with the funds administered by the bank. On the strength
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